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1.
As many critics believe, Shakespeare may have written Macbeth chiefly to please King James I and his
court members. The original performance of the play may have been planned for 7 August 1606, when a
banquet was held for Christian IV of Denmark who was visiting England. The porter scene in Act 2, Scene 3１
may be alluding to the way in which Henry Garnet allegedly ‘equivocated’ when he was deemed as a culprit of
the Gunpowder Plot that happened in November 1605. The play seems to manipulate the king’s conceived
obsession with witches and their magical powers, which he famously rendered in his Daemonologie (1597).２
One question arising here, however, is that Simon Forman’s Booke of Plaies , the only extant first-hand account
providing some telling hints about how the play may have been seen by the audience in Shakespeare’s time３,
does not concede with such conjectures.
In Forman’s account, nothing is mentioned about the porter’s comic relief in Act 2, Scene 3 that includes a
conceived allusion to Garnet’s ‘equivocation’. There is no mention either of the extravagant spectacle scene in
Act 5, Scene 1, which would have been well-worthy of note if the play had been regarded as an encomium to the
presumed roots of the Stuart dynasty. Also may be noted is the fact that the weird sisters are called ‘women
fairies or nymphs’, rather than ‘witches’ or ‘wizards’ which would have been a more appropriate choice, if
Forman had considered them as figures of darkness bringing conceivable fear to the king. Even more
importantly, Forman mentions nothing about Banquo’s relationship to the house of Stuart, which could have
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been the vital information if Macbeth had been a ‘royal play’.
It may be, as many critics have argued, that the Globe performance of 1611 was based on a version
different from the state of the text as rendered in the First Folio. It may also be that those presumable allusions
to things that must have raised interest of royal audiences simply slipped out of Forman’s notice. Forman’s
discourse invites our attention to the wayward situation within the Macbeth family, and the tragic psychology
that flows in the minds of the couple. In one passage, for example, Forman writes that Macbeth was incited to
kill Duncan ‘through the persuasion of his wife’. And, in another, he says that both of the couple were amazed
and afflicted after killing Duncan for fear of Divine retribution :
And when Macbeth had murdered the King the blood on his hands could not be washed off by any
means, nor from his wife’s hands, which handled the bloody daggers in hiding them, by which means
they became both amazed and affronted .４
As it appears, the Globe performance witnessed by Forman may have been seen by the audience as something
similar to the popular domestic tragedies that appeared and evolved through Shakespeare’s time.
2.
Domestic tragedies initially presented common people veering from mores of popular theology, and
showed how they suffered affliction for fear of Divine retribution and how they eventually met destruction.
Henry Hitch Adams defines a ‘domestic tragedy’ as a play, which teaches morals and rituals by drawing
attention to how morally deviant people are to suffer affliction for the consequence of their misbehaviors.５ He
also brings our attention to how the genre evolved as the general taste of common audiences was more and more
refined in the beginning of the seventeenth century, when regular dramas were more assimilated into their
culture. ‘After the accession of James I in 1603’, as Adams points out, ‘[d]omestic tragedies began to be
regulated to subplots and to a limited portion of a complicated action’, and ‘[t]he authors of domestic tragedies
more frequently than in the past laid the scene of their actions in foreign lands, where they brought their
characters into close association with court’.６ Therefore such productions as John Ford’s Pity She’s a Whore
(1626) and Thomas Middleton’s Women Beware Women (1621)―the plays that seem to be merged with regular
tragedies―may be also deemed as plays that originated in the hereditary line of domestic tragedy.７ If so, we
may safely surmise that Macbeth (c.1606) must have appealed to the same stratum of the audience who would,
in a little more than a decade, acquire the taste to appreciate such hybrid plays.
Since moral issues are the chief concerns of the popular tragedies (and hence of their conceived audiences),
they often portray the disorderly relationship of a man and wife that go astray from its ‘natural’ state which the
mores of the time required, revealing to the audience the surge of emotions arising in the characters often
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concealed before other personnel on the stage. The Arden of Faversham (publ.1592) centres on a homicidal plot
contrived against Arden by his wife, Alice, and her illicit lover, Mosby. Arden is presented not simply as a
common man of his class but as a man of such nobility as was honoured by the Duke with a gift of monastic
land. In one of the comic climaxes, however, his cowardliness is revealed by his failure to subdue his wife :
Good counsel is to her as rain to weeds,
And reprehension makes her vice to grow
As Hydra’s head that plenished by decay. (Scene 4, 11-13)８
The play thus portrays the inversion of the ‘natural’ order within the household, where the traditional and
moralistic authority of a man is significantly mitigated.
The portrait of the relationship of Macbeth and Lady Macbeth must have roused the excitement of the
audience whose minds were framed in the cultural climate that produced such plays as The Arden of Faversham .
At one significant level, Macbeth , as The Arden of Faversham , produces a comic effect by showing the
mortifying picture of an apparently potent man fully controlled and subjugated by his wife at home, as well as
how the wife puts on a show of ‘manly’ aggressiveness to achieve her bloody purpose.
3.
The inversion of ‘natural’ order in Macbeth’s household may have retained more prominence in the
audience’s imagination in Shakespeare’s time, when the audience was probably more familiar than us with the
traditional legend of the couple. While Raphael Holinshed’s Chronicles (1577-87) is commonly regarded as the
primary source of the play, it is also likely, though less known, that the legend of Macbeth had come down
through more widely distributed sources which Shakespeare was probably able to share with his audiences. The
Stationers’ Register has a record of a legal dispute, which involved a London publisher and printer, Thomas
Millington, over the right to one ‘Ballad of Macdobeth’９ :
27 die Augesti 1596. Tho. Millington―Thomas Millington is likewise fyned at ijs vjd for printinge of a
ballad contrarye to order, which he also presently paid. Md. The ballad entituled The taming of a
shrew. Also one other Ballad of Macdobeth.１０
While the ballad mentioned here is lost, it is very likely that the story in it was known widely. One passage of
Kemps Nine Daies Wonder (1600) indicates that the story was famous enough to be made into some form of
plebeian literature by a ‘penny Poet’ :
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I met a proper vpright youth, onely for a little stooping in the shoulders, all hart to the heele, a penny
Poet, whose first making was the miserable stolne story of Macdoel, or Macdobeth, or Macsomewhat,
for I am sure a Mac it was, though I neuer had the maw to see it.１１
The fact that piece was a ‘stolne story’ indicates that it was already known―to Kemp at least―through another
source written on the same subject.
The legend of Macbeth and his wife in the form with which we are familiar came down through various
literatures. Holinshed’s Chronicles is certainly one of them, but not the single source that influenced Macbeth .
Henry N. Paul imagined the genealogy of the legend with its conceivable links to Shakespeare’s Macbeth thus :１２
While Holinshed’s Chronicles is believed to be the primary source of Macbeth , there were at least two
surviving variants of the legend which presumably had direct influences on Shakespeare’s imagination : De
Orinine, Moribus, et Rebus Gestis Scotorum (1578) by John Leslie and Rerum Scoticarum Historia (1582) by
George Buchanan.１３ The three chroniclers were influenced by their immediate predecessors, who inherit John of
Fordun’s original account of the history through Andrew of Wyntoun, Hector Boece, or John Bellenden. In the
genealogy, though, as Paul pointed out, the characters of Macbeth and his wife were changed and revised over
and again as they were passed from Fordun down to Boece, Bellenden, and Buchanan. This, I think, leads us to
speculate that, for the author of ‘Macdobeth’ and the ‘penny Poet’ of the ‘stolne story’, their relationship and
their characters may well have presented a good subject to develop into an eye-catching theme of plebeian
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literature.
Restoring the lost ‘Macdobeth’ does, of course, fall into an area of conjecture. However, we may be able to
work sensible conjecture by putting together the bits of information given by the extant literature and drawing
the skeleton of their household story, as did George French into such a diagram :１４
The marriage of Macbeth and Gruoch was a marriage of convenience on both sides. For Macbeth, the marriage
would give him a claim to the throne over Duncan after the deaths of Finlegh and Crinan, because Gruoch was
the only remaining issue of Kenneth IV.１５ For Gruoch, her marriage to Macbeth and his accession to the throne
would secure the bloodline of Kenneth IV to be inherited in the royal descent.
Malcolm II had deprived Kenneth IV of the crown, and he tried to kill all prospective heirs of Kenneth IV
to secure the crown to be inherited by his descendents. Malcolm killed nearly all the members in the family of
his brother, including Gruoch’s father, Bodhe (the eldest son of Kenneth IV), her first husband, Kilcomgain (the
Thane of Moray), and the children born between them. Gruoch managed to escape from where she was
imprisoned taking her infant son, Lulach. Later she married Macbeth, who would deprive his cousin, Duncan, of
the crown. The reign of Macbeth continued for nearly two decades before it was put to an end by his death in the
Battle of Lumphanan (1057), where his nephew Malcolm Canmore achieved his victory. After Macbeth was
slain, Gruoch’s son, Lulach, acceded to the throne for a short while before it was lost to Malcolm Canmore who
consequently became Malcolm III. Elizabethans may have also believed variably, as the diagram shows, that
Macbeth himself had a son between him and Gruoch―one named Luctacus―who was ‘slain with his father at
Lumphannan’.１６
Some members of the audience may have believed, that, after he was backed into the corner by his defeat
in the Battle of Scone (1054), Macbeth was obliged to spend his final years in Moray, the land ruled before by
Kilcomgain and Gruoch, and later by Lulach. It may well be that Macbeth’s fortune there was in the hand of
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Gruoch and Lulach. For Gruoch, after all, to become Macbeth’s wife was really to perform vengeance upon the
archenemy of her ancestors, and, hopefully, to reinstitute her ancestral bloodline to the throne by making Lulach
inherit the crown.
Shakespeare seems to remind the audience of such a background story of the legendary couple, and in part
to have counted on the audience’s knowledge of their affairs. At one point, for example, as many critics have
already noted, Lady Macbeth said :
. . . I have given suck, and know
How tender ’tis to love the babe that milks me. (1. 7. 54-55)
This abrupt mention of her experience of child rearing would have only baffled the audience, if nothing had
been known about the background story. Also, in Act 2, Scene 2 where she awaits her husband who has killed
Duncan by now, she confides thus to the audience :
. . . I laid their daggers ready,
He could not miss ’em. Had he not resembled
My father as he slept, I had done’t. (2. 2. 11-13)
To make sense of this speech, the audience must be aware that the story on offer is really a household issue
involving bloody feuds. The audience and Shakespeare evidently shared the premise that Duncan was akin to
Lady Macbeth through Malcolm I’s bloodline.
4.
The drama of Macbeth requires the audience to direct its attention to the psychological relations of the
couple. Two things were prophesied by the weird sisters in Act 1, Scene 1, as Macbeth himself confirms with
the audience :
[Aside .] Two truths are told,
As happy prologues to the swelling act
Of the imperial theme. (1. 3. 127-29)
One prophecy is that Macbeth will achieve the crown, and the other, and apparently the more important to him
of the two, is that none of his children will inherit it. He only writes in his correspondence to his wife, however,
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that :
. . . ‘Thane of Cawdor,’ by which title, before, these weird sisters saluted me, and referred
me to the coming on of time with ‘Hail, King that shalt be!’ This have I thought good to deliver thee,
my dearest partner of greatness, that thou mightst not lose the dues of rejoicing by being ignorant of
what greatness is promis’d thee. Lay it to thy heart, and farewell. (1. 5. 7-14)
The audience is directed to speculate that the latter prophesy regarding the heir might be something of which he
prefers to hide from his wife. Perhaps, while she may be deemed as his ‘dearest partner of greatness’ before he
succeeds in achieving the crown, she may not continue to be as such when the question arises as to who will
succeed after Macbeth. If Shakespeare’s audiences had known that there was Lulach between the couple, and
that the prince was the rightful heir to the house of Kenneth IV, they would have assumed that Gruoch’s desire
for Macbeth to achieve the crown was really to move forward for the next step. Macbeth says at one point :
Upon my head they plac’d a fruitless crown,
And put a barren septre in my gripe,
Thence to be wrench’d with an unlineal hand,
No son of mine succeeding. (3. 1. 60-63)
While apparently displacing this fear with the phobia that the future king of Scotland will be born of Banquo’s
issue,１７ such expression here as ‘No son of mine succeeding’ seems to speak of his more immediate and
impending fear that he may not live to entrust the crown to his own child. This fear he never articulates, but
because of it in part, he seems to stay in the image of a recoiling, and indecisive man―the type of Arden―who
gingerly feels his wife’s inclinations.
This unarticulated fear seems to grow as Macbeth is persuaded by his wife to kill Duncan, while he is
driven by his own ambition to achieve the crown. A remarkable imagery is to be noted in a soliloquy spoken in
Act 2, Scene 1, where he advances his steps to wreak havoc on the sleeping king. ‘[W]ithered murder,’ he says,
Alarum’d by his sentinel, the wolf,
Whose howl’s his watch, thus with his stealthy pace,
With Tarquin’s ravishing [strides], towards his design
Moves like a ghost. (2. 1. 52-56)
In a mirage here, he superposes himself on Tarquin making his ‘strides, towards his design’―a very fitting
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image with which to represent Macbeth’s action in this situation. Tarquin achieved his goal of raping Lucrece,
but this villainous deed not only brought him his own demise, but also caused the banishment of all his tribes
from Rome. Macbeth seems to find in the fate of this Roman figure a parallel to his own conceived future.
The moment, in which he spectacularly demonstrates his fear in action, but not in the way to express it
before his wife, is in Act 3, Scene 4. So far, Lady Macbeth has been apparently ignorant of her husband’s plot
against Banquo, and she does not seem to know why Banquo is absent from the banquet. When Macbeth is
confronting the ghost of Banquo in his imagination, she has no idea of what illusion is tormenting her husband.
She apparently believes that her husband is seeing again the illusion of the same dagger he saw when he
murdered Duncan in Act 1, Scene 7. ‘O proper stuff!’ she says, in attempt to subdue his rage, and continues as
such :
This is the very painting of your fear ;
This is the air-drawn dagger which you said
Led you to Duncan. (3. 4. 59-62)
As such, the dramatic scene reveals the couple’s darkly comic relationship, and the wife’s ignorance of what
Macbeth has kept for himself and his effort to keep concealing it from her―which are deemed to be the
common elements of the popular domestic plays.
5.
What makes Macbeth more than a mere domestic drama, then, is that it presents such an internal flow of
passions within characters in ways to increase tragic intensity towards the last scene of the play. When the
screams of women are heard in Act 5, Scene 5, which signifies the cessation of Lady Macbeth’s life, Macbeth
(as well as the audience) will learn that her death means not only the loss of her life, but also the end of his hope
to be gifted with a child of his own who inherits his blood as well as the bloodline of royal linage that comes
down through his wife. Therefore, when Seyton informed him of the lady’s death, Macbeth speaks such
sublime, but notoriously difficult verse lines :
She should have died hereafter ;
There would have been a time for such a word.
To-morrow, and to-morrow, and to-morrow
Creeps in this petty pace from day to day,
To the last syllable of recorded time ;
And all our yesterdays have lighted fools
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The way to dusty death. (5. 5. 17-23)
As already mentioned, some versions of the history have it that Macbeth’s son, Luctacus, died with his father in
the Battle of Lumphanan, and this may have been the story as circulated in Shakespeare’s time. Or, it is likely as
well that that the audience believed that Lulach and Luctacus were the same person, unrelated by blood to
Macbeth. Whatever the general understanding of this issue in his time, Shakespeare presented Macbeth as
heirless, while providing some telling hints of Lulach’s imaginary presence in the play’s world. The death of his
wife―who is still capable of childbirth―is the tragic moment that literally causes Macbeth to be fully aware of
his tragic destiny : Divine retribution will be paid and he has to die a ‘dusty’(―that is, a fruitless and barren―)
death.
The emotional flow similar to this occurs in other male figures, too. Macduff comes to gain authority, only
after his wife and children were killed and he consequently confronts the futility of his hope as Macbeth does.
Siward also loses his son and heir, but conceals his feelings within the manly calm he puts on. Their tragic
situations make parallels to the life of the hero, and, because their fortunes are so similar to Macbeth’s, they
provide the audience with a perspective to the repressed tragic emotions that flow in the hero’s mind at the final
scene.
Lady Macbeth, on the other hand, is not described singularly as a ‘fiend like wife’, as one character
describes her. She appears at various moments as an almost comic caricature of the types of Arden’s wife, Alice.
Nonetheless, the audience gives witnesses, as early as in Act 1, Scene 5, to how she struggles to assume her
‘unsex[ed]’ (1. 5. 42) appearance to achieve her ‘fell purpose’ (1. 5. 46). The knowledge of the legend must
have informed the audience of the true reason of her being so radically rational. Simon Forman’s diary says, as
already mentioned, that together with Macbeth she showed her amazement and affliction after finding that the
stain of Duncan’s blood cannot be washed off by any means. The actor playing Lady Macbeth must have
employed some gestures which were not witnessed by Macbeth spectacularly expressing similar emotions on the
stage but were noticeable to audiences. For this is how the scene is rendered in the text :
Macb . Whence is that knocking?
How is’t with me, when every noise appals me?
What hands are here? Ha! they pluck out mine eyes.
Will all great Neptune’s ocean wash this blood
Clean from my hand? No ; this my hand will rather
The multitudinous seas incarnadine,
Making the green one red.
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Enter LADY [MACBETH].
Lady M . My hands are of your color, but I shame
To wear a heart so white. (Knock .) I hear a knocking
At the south entry. Retire we to our chamber.
A little water clears us of this deed ;
How easy is it then! Your constancy
Hath left you unattended. (2. 2. 54-66)
The audience would have detected that an incessant flow of tragic emotions―‘compunctious visitings of nature’
(1. 5. 45)―was running under her assumed appearance throughout the play. Forman seems to have been alert to
her fragile nature, and writes : ‘Macbeth’s queen did rise in the night in her sleep, and walked and talked and
confessed all’.
It may be that such domestic and proletarian elements capable of appealing to plebeian audiences was one
of the chief attractions of Macbeth in Shakespeare’s time. What are perceived by modern critics to be significant
political allusions to make Macbeth a ‘royal play’ may not have been as important as one tends to regard in our
time. They may even have been omitted when the play was performed in a public theatre. Whether Macbeth is
really entitled to be called a ‘royal play’ is as yet a pending issue.
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Macbeth apparently deals with how the Stuart dynasty was founded with the guard of divine powers. The play is believed to
have been performed for the first time (at least in the form we know today) on 6 August 1606 at Hampton Court, as part of
welcoming events given to King Christian IV of Denmark, James’s brother in law, then visiting England. Therefore Macbeth
is often regarded as a ‘royal play’ and is believed to have been designed in ways to satisfy James I and other royal members
who were present at the court. However, the only extant record of performance comes from the Globe Theatre (which was a
public theatre), not from a royal account. Indeed, the play is replete with non-aristocratic elements, which suggests its plebeian
origin.
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